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Abstract
Political marginalization in local governance systems in Sierra Leone results in the struggle for citizens to fully
participate in deliberative democracy and amplify their voices in decision-making processes. This article draws
on Habermas’ theory of the public sphere to critically examine the extent to which mobile phone use alters
political relations between marginalized citizens and power holders in Sierra Leone’s local governance systems.
By using ethnographic data from rural and urban communities in Sierra Leone, this article shows that the
mobile phone provides a useful mediated public sphere for the marginalized to negotiate political relations,
inform deliberative democratic processes and remove political middlemen in local governance. The mobile
phone empowers the marginalized to organize themselves and amplify their voices in local political decision-
making. The article concludes by arguing that the introduction of mobile phones into the local governance
systems in Sierra Leone results in the emergence of new formations of participatory public discussion and
radical alterations in local political processes. However, the sustainability of these practices depends on the
integration of mobile phones into a larger network of political arrangements in the country.
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Introduction
The debate over the social and economic implications
of the mobile phone has been enriched by a large
amount of research data and reflection as to how this
instrument has altered social relations and contributed
to economic development in resource-poor countries
(e.g. Abraham, 2007; Beuermann et al, 2012; Chuma,
2014; Donner, 2006). While this article acknowledges
the extensive work done on the social and economic
imperatives of mobiles, it draws attention to the
mobile phone’s contribution to shaping local govern-
ance configurations in Africa. It examines the extent
to which mobile phones create a public sphere for
marginalized individuals to engage in participatory
communication, to advance deliberative democracy,
to alter dominant local governance politics, and to
foster inclusive social arrangements.
A number of studies have expressed optimism that
the explosion in the use of mobile technologies in
Africa would boost democratization and local politi-
cal governance (e.g. Alozie et al., 2011; Hellstro¨m,
2011; Ojo et al., 2013). On the one hand, the mobile
phone can offer opportunities for governments to
deliver services, engage citizens and improve
efficiency: a set of practices commonly known as
m-government (Estevez and Janowski, 2013;
Mengistu et al., 2009; Ojo et al., 2013). On the other,
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the technology can radically alter the power relations
between citizens and national and local governments
by displacing the power and influence welded by
political elites (Khondker, 2011; Martin 2014;
Mukonza, 2013; Obijiofor, 1998). This article aims
to contribute to the latter discussion, by offering a
critical perspective of mobile phone use in local gov-
ernment systems in Africa. It argues that the introduc-
tion of mobile phones into local governance practices
can leverage a public sphere to facilitate inclusive
communication and generate participatory democracy
at the margins of society. The argument rests signif-
icantly on the capability of the mobile phone to pro-
mote openness in information dissemination, dislodge
entrenched social and political cleavages, and unleash
new patterns of citizen consciousness and civic
engagement (Alozie et al., 2011; Moyo, 2009; Obi-
jiofor, 1998b).
Most African countries practice a bifurcated polit-
ical system, which comprises the national government
of the independent nation-states and the traditional/
local governance systems (Alie, 1990; Lange, 2004).
The local governance systems are run by chiefs or
traditional rulers, who are believed to be elected from
a hereditary familial line (Muiu and Martin, 2009).
However, in some African countries, such as Sierra
Leone, there is a shift towards reconstructing and
modernizing African traditional government systems.
The apparent modernization of the traditional govern-
ment system involves the decentralization of power,
democratization of local governance and the forma-
tion of new local governing institutions along with the
traditional rulers (Jackson, 2005, 2006).
African traditional rulers play a significant role in
shaping the socio-economic and political arrangements
in the rural and urban areas. They control the local
judiciary system, collect tax revenue and coordinate
local development activities (Fanthorpe, 2005). These
responsibilities give them a great deal of power to exert
control over communication, information, knowledge
and economic resources. The control over these
resources gives them the ultimate power to influence
local governance decision-making processes and deny
a fair chance and space for citizens to engage in true
participatory communication processes. That is why
Obijiofor (1998: 170) warned that the introduction of
mobile phones in Africa would democratize commu-
nication and information to the extent that “the percep-
tion of African traditional rulers as repositories for
knowledge would be untenable as secret knowledge
becomes public knowledge”.
However, since Obijiofor’s admonition a few stud-
ies have explored the relationship between mobile
phone use and citizen participation in local govern-
ance decision-making processes in Africa (e.g. Foli
and Van Belle, 2015; Hellstro¨m, 2011; Mukonza,
2013). Many of the existing studies on mobile phone
use in governance are mainly linked to the configura-
tion of African national governments. Based on these
studies, mobile phones are thought to open a new
public sphere where it has never existed before to
engender citizen participation in central political gov-
ernance arrangements (e.g. Khondker, 2011; Mana-
corda and Tesei, 2016; Tufte, 2013). Research into
how mobile phones create a public sphere to facilitate
participatory communication and alter political rela-
tions in the African local governance systems is
largely overlooked. This article fills this gap. It draws
on Habermas’ theory of the public sphere to critically
examine the extent to which mobile phone use facil-
itates an emerging public sphere to reconfigure local
political arrangements. It particularly considers how
the mobile phone creates a public sphere to facilitate
an interaction between marginalized individuals and
local political elites, and analyses the extent to which
this interaction shapes local political processes and
fosters social arrangements. For the purpose of this
article, marginalized people, including both the elders
and young people, are referred to as people with fewer
political, social and economic opportunities.
While this article draws generally on Africa, it puts
much emphasis on Sierra Leone as a unique case
study. Sierra Leone represents a unique case because
deliberative political participation in the country is
largely problematic or non-existent among citizens,
particularly young people, in both the national and
traditional governance systems (Zack-Williams,
2001; Jackson, 2005). The discussion on Sierra Leone
is taken up in the next section. Afterwards, the article
conceptualizes Habermas’ public sphere in the con-
text of new technologies, mapping out its relevance
for analyzing a mobile phone-mediated public sphere
to negotiate deliberative political relations. It then
draws on ethnographic data from a study in Sierra
Leone to analyze and discuss the place of mobile
phones in the establishment of local political relations
from three perspectives: an emerging public sphere
for political deliberation, reshaping local political
governance, and reinforcing grassroots political
mobilization. It concludes with a critical discussion
on the extent to which mobile phones enable margin-
alized groups to gain political freedom.
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Mobiles, local governance and political
participation
Compared to the political systems in most African
countries, Sierra Leone operates a dual political sys-
tem: both a direct and an indirect form of governance.
The country inherited both governance systems from
its British colonial administrative setup, which was
composed of a colony and protectorate (Alie, 1990).
The colony includes Freetown and its surrounding
districts; the protectorate comprises three provinces,
twelve districts and 139 chiefdoms. The chiefdoms
are indirectly ruled through the chiefdom councils
presided over by the paramount chief, a speaker and
chiefdom treasurer, who manages the finances and tax
revenue of the chiefdom. Additionally, the power ele-
ments of the chiefdoms also include section chiefs and
town/village headmen, who managed different sec-
tions, towns and villages in the chiefdom.
Each of these local power elites holds a vital role in
the respective chiefdoms, sections or villages they
serve. For example, town/village headmen are respon-
sible for promoting grassroots participation in local
governance decision making and restoring and sus-
taining stability in their community. They also serve
as conduits for channeling economic development
activities to social organizations or communities. In
addition, they are responsible for collecting local tax
revenue and reporting directly to the respective para-
mount chiefs (Fanthorpe, 2006; Sesay, 1995). These
responsibilities give them a great deal of autonomy to
control almost every aspect of everyday governance
in the rural areas, including control over vital and
often vast resources (Fanthorpe, 2006: 28).
The power welded in the local governance elites
often results in the alienation of the ordinary citizens.
It has been reported that most chiefs or local headmen
misuse their power to levy hefty fines on people who
go against their wishes, make community decisions
without citizen participation, misappropriate local tax
revenues and undermine local council elections
(Jackson, 2005). These practices clearly negate the
fundamental notion of democratic political participa-
tion – broadly defined as fairly representative and
inclusive actions that citizens undertake to inform
policy-making processes at local, national or interna-
tional level (Parry, Day and Moyser, 1992: 16). Con-
sequently, the practices often resulted in widespread
dissatisfaction among citizens and brought severe
consequences to the country. For example, research
shows that the widespread resentment, particularly
among young people, against the chiefdom system,
which excluded and alienated them, partially contrib-
uted to the causes of the decade-long conflict that
started in 1991 and ended in 2002. The conflict
ravaged the country and resulted to the death of about
50,000 Sierra Leoneans and the displacement of mil-
lions from their homes (Bellows and Miguel, 2009).
In the post-conflict era, the national government has
introduced a Local Government Act and local govern-
ment elections to rejuvenate the local governance
institutions and social norms. Yet ordinary citizens
are still excluded from local decision making in chief-
doms (Jackson, 2006).
Information and knowledge monopoly represents
one way in which the chiefs and local headmen man-
age and control their local hegemony. The practice
results in an uneven distribution of information and
knowledge among citizens about local governance
processes. Peter et al. (2009), for instance, reported
that young people have less access to information and
knowledge of governance than adults. As a result,
young people remain less likely than adults to par-
ticipate in political discourse and competitive polit-
ical elections (Restless, 2012). While analyzing
political relations in chiefdoms, Restless (2012: 16)
also linked limited political participation of vulner-
able citizens to the availability of less knowledge
and understanding among them on how to participate
and engage in political processes and decision-
making. Together, information and knowledge
deprivation results in negative behavior towards
local political participation and decision-making
(Oatley and Thapa, 2012).
The mobile phone offers a potential channel to
address information and knowledge deprivation
amongst vulnerable citizens and foster participatory
civic engagement in local political processes (Foli and
Van Belle, 2015; Mukonza, 2013). Like most African
countries, oral communication forms the main mode
of information exchange between citizens and tradi-
tional power holders in Sierra Leone. Local political
elites convey relevant information through traditional
communication channels such as town criers, socio-
political meetings, marketplaces, town unions and
religious meetings. For example, the socio-political
meetings offer an avenue for citizens to participate
in decision-making and other community activities
(Jegede, 1995). For this reason, the traditional com-
munication channels can be seen to serve as crucial
‘mediated spaces’ for managing and maintaining local
political hegemony (Obijiofor, 1998). In other words,
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the organization of these communication spaces, the
nature of participation and the framing of communi-
cation messages are tailored to maintaining political
hegemony by the local political elites. The power to
exert control over communication and information
dissemination empowers them to influence local gov-
ernance decisions and deny a fair chance and space
for citizens to engage in true deliberative communi-
cation processes. But with the introduction of the
mobile phone in rural and urban communities, the
local political elites’ power can be altered by demo-
cratizing communication and diffusing information
faster to greater distances, audiences and destinations
(Alozie et al., 2011; Obijiofor, 1998).
The literature on mobile phone use in Africa has
reported different ways through which disenfran-
chised citizens are using mobile phones and emerging
media technologies to disrupt dominant political
orders and re-create new political relations. The
2011 Arab Spring revolutions show obvious exam-
ples. Mobile phones provided channels for citizens
to engage in political deliberations, make their voices
heard, and remove autocratic leaders from power
(Khondker, 2011; Manacorda and Tesei, 2016; Tuft,
2013). Most recently, big data generated from social
media use are considered as a new frontier for greater
access to information and for the promotion of trans-
parency, accountability, and informed engagement
with citizens (Bertot et al., 2010, 2012). Together,
these uses demonstrate the transformative potential
of mobile phones and emerging media technologies
to configure politics at the national level and open up
spaces for freedom and democratic accountability.
Arguably, these uses can also provide the basis to
examine the extent to which the mobile phone can
provide a mediated public sphere to reconfigure the
local governance systems in Sierra Leone.
Mobile phones, the public sphere and voice
The German philosopher Ju¨rgen Habermas (1989)
conceptualizes the public sphere as a space (e.g. cof-
fee shop, pubs, salons, etc.) where educated and pri-
vileged intellectuals gather to debate freely on
political and social issues in society. Longstanding
scholarly debates on the notion of the public sphere
in media and communication studies traditionally
interrogate the connection between media, democracy
and civic engagement (Askanius and Østergaard,
2014). Here, the public sphere provides a mediated
locale to criticize elite-dominated political regimes to
foster participatory democracy (Green, 2002a: 116).
For decades, Habermas’ work has been integral to the
debates on deliberative democracy and participation.
But recent literature emerging from this tradition pro-
vides a critique of the shortcomings of his model of
participatory democracy. An example of this critique
in the context of low-income countries points to its
limitations and limited scope to account for gender
and socio-economic differences (Banda, 2010; Fraser,
1990; Moyo, 2009). As Obijiofor (2015: 119) points
out, “Habermas’ public sphere privileged men and
remained silent about the valuable contributions of
women and less privileged people such as the old and
the young”. In analyzing Habermas’ work, Jacobson
(2000) believes that the public sphere debates, partic-
ularly in low income countries, must involve interac-
tion among all people in society, including those with
less power. A recent volume edited by Askanius and
Østergaard (2014) critically develops this debate fur-
ther. It offers both conceptual frameworks and analy-
tical insights into the shift in public sphere theory
from the traditional Habermasian understanding to
more fluid and inclusive arenas mediated by media
technologies.
The analysis in this article builds on this recent
development of the public sphere debates. Rather than
employing the public sphere in the traditional Haber-
masian sense, it conceptualizes the public sphere in
the context of media technologies as mediated spaces
for inclusive participation. It offers an analytical
insight into how marginalized individuals communi-
cate through technology-mediated spaces to foster
inclusive political arrangements. Moreover, it
acknowledges the locale where the public discussion
is held, and the participation of local political actors,
as crucial elements to facilitate meaningful and sus-
tainable participatory communication, mainly for
marginalized individuals. In general terms, such an
endeavor confirms and reinforces Jacobson and Lim-
bino II’s (2008) argument that citizens’ concerns in
modern democracy are more likely to be conveyed in
arenas facilitated by media technologies to increase
the possibility of participation and listening.
Research shows that emerging media technologies,
such as the Internet, social media and mobile phones,
can create mediated public spheres for less privileged
citizens to become involved in deliberations on social
and political issues of national concern (Green,
2002a; Moyo, 2009). For example, following the
eviction of underclass youths from a more than a
century-old youth house in Copenhagen, Denmark
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in 2007, the mobile phone served as a public space to
inform and organize mass street protests through
chain text messages (Neumayer and Stald, 2014). In
Kenya, news about suspected election irregularities in
2008 quickly spread through SMS and generated pub-
lic discussions that led to mob violence and hate
attacks throughout the country (Goldstein and Rotich,
2010). These examples provide the basis to concep-
tual and analyze the extent to which marginalized
groups use mobile phones to empower themselves
to deliberate and attain political freedom at the local
level. However, in applying the notion of the public
sphere, this study constructs the mobile phone as a
tool for enhancing political freedom. It provides a
mediated space for citizens to negotiate with local
political regimes and amplify their voices in
decision-making processes.
Another new form of the public sphere that can be
seen to enable marginalized groups to engage in polit-
ical and social deliberations has emerged through the
convergence of the mobile phone and radio. There is
increasing evidence in the literature suggesting that
this new form of the public sphere brings citizens
together to deliberate, challenge perceptions and sti-
mulate public debates around social and political
issues that affect them (Morrison and Davies, 2014;
Selormey, 2012). The discussion in Sierra Leone is
also framed within this perspective of the public
sphere. It focuses on how the mobile phone converges
with radio to create a public sphere for the margin-
alized to deliberate on common socio-economic and
political issues. It discusses the extent to which mar-
ginalized people’s participation in this public space
leverages their voices in local policy and public
debates.
Methodology
The data used in this article was obtained in a research
study conducted in Sierra Leone. The study aimed to
establish the relationship between mobile telephony
and socio-economic and political impact among mar-
ginalized groups – that is, people with limited social,
economic and political opportunities in rural and
urban areas. To understand how the marginalized con-
structed and reshaped their social, economic and
political realities around mobile phones, the study
adopted an ethnographic approach as a heuristic
research framework. The ethnographic framework
provided a way to explore and provide detailed
descriptions of the participants’ experiences, settings
and individual or shared meaning, constructed around
mobile phone use.
Research setting
The research settings were restricted to only two com-
munities in rural and urban districts in Sierra Leone.
This was to ensure an in-depth investigation and pro-
duce a rich ethnographic account by spending more
time in each community (Hammersley and Atkinson,
1995). The two communities, Tombo and Wellington,
were chosen as potential field settings because of their
geographical proximity to Freetown central adminis-
trative offices, access to mobile phone networks, the
dominance of local governance politics and a signif-
icant presence of the research participants. They also
represent other communities across the country in
terms of their similarities and differences in socio-
economic activities. Tombo is a small marginalized
rural fishing community located on the peninsula
highway about 49 km from the east of the capital city,
Freetown. Wellington, on the other hand, is a highly
populated and remote urban community located in the
east of Freetown. It has a small government health
center, a couple of secondary schools, limited water
facility and intermittent electricity supply. Unlike
Tombo, the economic and social activities of Well-
ington residents are based on multiple and netlike
economies. In other words, peoples’ livelihood is
anchored on interconnected economic activities
involving the formal and informal sector. For exam-
ple, petty traders rely on customers from the public
sector, the private sector, NGOs and other organiza-
tions for the success of their business. Likewise, wage
laborers, small skilled workers and the unemployed
rely on people from formal and other informal sectors
for survival.
Despite the differences in their socio-economic
structure, Tombo and Wellington communities share
common characteristics. They are both extremely
poor and marginalized communities with limited live-
lihood opportunities for the inhabitants.
Data gathering
Fieldwork was conducted in two phases. The first
phase lasted for one month (March, 2013). It served
as a scoping phase to inform the research questions,
select the research settings and locate and acquire
people’s experiences of mobile phone use. During this
initial phase, data was gathered through informal
interviews, focus group discussions, observations and
Sam: Towards a new public sphere for political inclusion 5
document analysis. The research information gath-
ered from this phase contributed to refining the
research problems, informing the framing of the
research questions, selecting the research commu-
nities and identifying specific groups of marginalized
individuals as potential research participants.
The second phase lasted for five months (between
February and June 2014). This phase involved parti-
cipant observation in both open and closed settings,
in-depth interviews with 50 participants (margina-
lized people, ages from 18 to 35 years), 22 key infor-
mant interviews and five focus group discussions,
each composed of 3-8 participants (Barbour, 2011;
Boeren, 1992). The three research methods were not
employed systematically. Rather, they were inte-
grated where necessary into the data collection pro-
cess in order to provide a holistic understanding of the
research problem under study.
Participant observation increased the chances of
interacting and chatting with the research participants
and learning about their everyday lives and behavioral
patterns around mobile phone use in their natural set-
tings (Bernard, 2000; Bow, 2002). The observation
process mirrored an iterative-inductive approach
based on Spradley’s (1980: 73) three observation
techniques: descriptive, focus, and selective observa-
tion. The study started with the descriptive observa-
tion to provide a broader understanding of the
everyday practices and use of mobile phones by mar-
ginalized youths. The observation was stimulated by
questions that identified major features of the settings,
described major things that took place, behavioral acts
or activities such as the feeling that people had and the
goals that they intended to achieve in their everyday
routines. This was then followed by the focus and
selective observations purposely to capture detailed
and contrasting issues that emerged in the descriptive
observation.
The focus group discussion came mid-way in the
exploratory phase of the fieldwork after a consider-
able exploratory observation had been conducted. It
was the first event to engage the marginalized in a
structured conversation with each other to define key
concepts and learn about their differing experiences,
ideas and concepts (Barbour, 2011; Roper and
Shapira, 2000). It was used to clarify and gain collec-
tive insights into the respondents’ knowledge, percep-
tions, beliefs and practices regarding the use of
mobile telephony to articulate their everyday prac-
tices. The information gathered was used to inform
and shape the formulation of semi-structured
individual interview questions as well as the selection
of participants for the interviews at the later stage of
the study (Roper and Shapira, 2000).
Both the research participants’ and key informants’
interviews served two purposes. First, to clarify or
confirm important information that emerged during
participant observation and focus group discussions.
Secondly, to acquire in-depth information on margin-
alized people’s mobile phone culture, including how
they constructed or reconstructed meaning in their
everyday lives. The interview for each participant
started with a list of topics as a guide to inform the
interview process. Overall, the interview was sched-
uled for between 45 and 120 minutes. Open questions
were asked based on the interview guide. In addition,
follow-up questions were asked to clarify emerging
thoughts that needed further in-depth enquiry (Patton,
1990). All interviews were conducted in Krio, a local
language spoken and understood by the author and
also convenient for the participants to express them-
selves better.
Data analysis
The approach to analyzing the data followed ethno-
graphers such as Jenna Burrell (2012) and Crystal
Powell (2014). Both ethnographers drew on the sub-
jects’ experiences to analyze Internet and mobile
phone use in Ghana and South Africa respectively.
Likewise, the study in Sierra Leone did not follow a
prescriptive or rigid structure that could pre-explain
the data. Rather, the analysis was based entirely on the
participants’ experiences. To do this, the study
employed thematic analysis to organize and interpret
the data in a way that reflected the participants’
experiences and shared meaning (O’Reilly, 2005;
Roper and Shapira, 2000). Recorded interviews and
field notes were reviewed, transcribed, analyzed and
coded to generate categories, patterns and themes
(Roper and Shapira, 2000). The choice of codes and
themes adopted relied largely on the focus of captur-
ing key concepts from the raw data to address the
research questions, leading to a meaningful interpre-
tation of the phenomenon under study.
Analysis of results
Emerging public spaces for political deliberation and
articulation of voice
The inductive nature of the fieldwork resulted to the
emergence of unexpected results. The results showed
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how mobile phones and radio jointly constitute a form
of public life that can be productively understood in
relation to the Habermasian concept of the public
sphere, and particularly the way it has been taken
up by Green (2002) and Moyo (2009), whose use of
public sphere focuses on new technologies and less
privileged citizens. Sierra Leone has over 31 domestic
radio stations; and about 78% of the household pop-
ulation has access to radio (Oatley and Thapa, 2012).
Most of these radio stations have established pro-
grams that enable citizens to engage and share their
views on socio-economic and political predicaments
that affect their lives. Monologue and Opinion Pool
are two popular interactive radio shows that air in the
research communities. Monologue is aired every
Saturday at 9 pm by Citizen FM radio while Opinion
Pool is aired on weekdays 7 am by Tumac FM radio.
Both programs are designed to promote awareness
on policy and governance issues. They enable mar-
ginalized citizens to deliberate on burning issues that
affect them and their communities, to contribute to
public discourses, and to challenge local political
leaders. Citizens participate by using their personal
paid mobile phones to call or send SMS text mes-
sages to a special number given at the beginning of
each show. An observation, from frequently listen-
ing to and participating in the program as a guest
host, indicated that citizens were active and confi-
dent in communicating issues affecting their lives. In
most cases livelihood issues related to better health
facility, pipe-borne water supply, bad road network,
unemployment, education and security issues domi-
nated the discussions. The emphasis on these socio-
economic issues is not surprising. These problems
resonate with most marginalized people living in
disadvantaged societies in urban and rural districts
in Sierra Leone.
Evidence obtained through the fieldwork sug-
gests that the mobile phone-radio platform seems
to contribute to governance practices. The partici-
pants explained that the platform created a space to
amplify their voices, participate in governance
and establish a feeling of ownership in their
community’s development. Improved access to
information and communication opportunity was
repeatedly mentioned as a key example by the par-
ticipants. They claimed that the platform enabled
them to communicate indirectly with government
officials and expose authorities that neglect their
duties. As Fatu, a petty trader in Wellington
explained,
Before we had nowhere to report when government offi-
cials do bad or refuse to do their jobs . . . but thanks to
mobile phones . . . now we can call through Monologue
or Opinion pool to register our discontents against any
officials or leaders that are not doing their job (Fatu, 30,
female, Petty trader).
This indicates the mobile phone’s capability to
alter traditional political norms in a way that privi-
leges the marginalized segment of society. The
mobile phone-radio configuration creates a new logic
of participatory public actions. It empowers the mar-
ginalized to challenge local political hegemony and
demand local public leaders to be accountable.
Traditionally, communication between citizens, gov-
ernment authorities and local leaders often takes place
through communication channels (e.g. socio-political
meetings) that are created, managed and controlled by
them. Citizens take a passive role in these spaces as
observers or listeners. Unlike this rigid traditional
communication delivery processes that muted citi-
zens’ voices in public spaces, the emergence of
mobile telephony has transformed radio into a
mediated public space for articulating voice against
the socially and politically excluded elements of soci-
ety (e.g. Morrison and Davies, 2014; Moyo, 2009;
Tufte, 2013).
Like most countries in Africa, radio is a well-
established mass medium in Sierra Leone. Before the
mobile phone arrived, radio was typically a dissemi-
nation medium controlled by political elites who used
it to say what they wanted citizens to hear, not what
citizens wanted to hear. What the mobile phone does
is diffuse this power and enable the emergence of a
broader network of participants’ voices. In essence,
by combining the mobile phone’s capacity to capture
many voices with the capacity of radio to distribute to
large audience, a good number of individuals and
groups are able to express their concerns. They are
able to increase mutual awareness and generate what
Couldry (2010: 10) called “new intensities of
listening”. Bangura, a producer and presenter of
Opinion Pool, explained how some local government
authorities responded to citizens’ concerns:
For some authorities as soon as they get any information
through this medium they immediately come to the
radio station or call to make clarifications, or react
immediately by issuing a press release based on the
issues deliberated here — so, I believe that is one of the
reasons why we established this program (Bangura,
male, 32, radio producer).
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One advantage new technologies offer, as Couldry
(2010) conceptualizes, is the possibility to increase
citizens’ voices in public discourses and also generate
the intensity to be listened to by power holders. Coul-
dry argues that “ . . . public bodies including govern-
ments must take account of a vastly increased range of
public voices” (2010: 10). Gauging this understanding
against the mobile phone use in Sierra Leone, the
local political elites not only listen and respond to
citizens’ voices through press releases but also acts
on citizens’ requests. Bob, a local tailor in Welling-
ton, provided an example of how some issues were
addressed by the local state actors.
One Saturday afternoon, Bob invited me to have
lunch with his family in a small house situated at the
front end of the Old Wharf in Wellington. While we
ate and talked about the daily affairs in the country
and problems affecting them in their community, the
conversation quickly turned to mobile phones. Bob
explained an important implication of mobile phones
that many residents in Wellington expressed during
my stay in the community:
At the end of last year we had problems with the elec-
tricity supply for three months, but when we continued
to call through the Monologue program and expressed
our concerns . . . an official from the Energy Ministry
responded and explained on the program the reason for
the prolonged power outage in our community . . .He
promised to restore it, and the following week we had
power supply, though it was unstable (Bob, male, 30,
tailor).
Jacobson and Lambino II (2008: 45) argue that
“citizen speech cannot become citizen voice unless
the mass media process and transmit citizen speech
into the political system”. Here, it is evident that the
radio call-ins generate listening and transform citi-
zens’ voice into political action.
In all, the convergence of radio and mobile tech-
nology can be seen to become an important mediated
public sphere for leveraging citizens’ voice and
reconfiguring a sense of ownership in policy and
development debates. It provides a space for the mar-
ginalized to hold local political regimes accountable,
monitor their activities, and commend or question
them if they fail to deliver. Considering the scale on
which many people are excluded from local political
discourses, this finding highlights an important impli-
cation in the post-conflict development efforts that
have been marred by political and social volatility
(Cubitt, 2012). Sierra Leone, however, is not alone.
Similar outcomes are also conveyed in studies in
developed and developing countries, where the con-
vergence of mobile technology and radio heightened
citizens’ participation in social and economic issues
that affect them (Morrison and Davies, 2014; Rosales,
2013; Willems, 2013).
Removing middlemen to enable direct negotiations
with local political actors
The research data suggests that mobile phone use
creates a public sphere to facilitate direct negotiation
between marginalized individuals and local political
elites in Tombo and Wellington. Through the mobile
phone-enabled public sphere, the participants claimed
to organize alternative political formations to local
political systems that offer a limited space for delib-
erative democracy. Beyond the Central Business Dis-
trict (CBD) in the capital Freetown, the local
governance system is central to how people actively
participate in their communities. The system shapes
the organization of the everyday political, social and
economic lives of the ordinary Sierra Leone citizens.
Given the importance of this local political system in
the everyday life of people, we should expect to see an
inclusive form of participatory decision-making pro-
cesses. On the contrary, the evidence obtained sug-
gests that restrictive forms of governance, configured
around local political elites, exist in both Tombo and
Wellington. Rather than prioritizing participatory
governance, community chiefs, elders and councilors
make key decisions without the active involvement of
community members. For example, a majority of
young people in Tombo felt excluded from the com-
munity decision-making processes that affect their
lives. As Joseph explained,
Tombo community leaders don’t care about young peo-
ple . . . they see us as a problem rather than a solu-
tion . . .For example, whenever any development
project is brought to Tombo, they will never consider
us, but when it is time for an election that is when they
consider young people (Joseph, 32, male, unemployed).
The statement indicates that marginalized young
people do not feel to belong to the local governance
processes in Tombo beyond ballot casting. To make
their voices heard, young people in Tombo united
around a peaceful self-advocacy approach. The
approach is directed towards holding accountable
the local institutions that matter to their lives. Foday,
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the youth leader, further explained: “we organized
ourselves into an autonomous youth association to
advocate for a youth leader to represent us in the
village council”. Tombo Village Council (TVC),
which consists of predominantly elders and the vil-
lage headman, is the governing institution that pre-
sides over the socio-economic and political affairs of
the community. Based on the western rural political
hierarchy, the council is also obliged to report directly
to the district councilor any matter beyond its legal
competence. For many years TVC has been without a
youth representative. Young people perceived this as
a political exclusion that needs to be altered. As a
result, they believed that having a representative in
TVC would enable them to gain recognition in com-
munity decision making.
In past years, the possibility for young people to
alter this dominant political system of silence and
marginalization has been influenced by two major
barriers: the non-existence of formal communication
channels and the bureaucratic hurdles that prevent
them to gain direct access to the local political elites,
including the chiefs and elders. However, young
people acknowledged that the mobile phone pro-
vided a communicative public sphere to break free
from both barriers. Starting with the former, the
mobile phone provided a way for young people to
organize themselves and communicate their
demands to the local authorities in Tombo and the
district councilor:
Because of the lack of formal communication and infor-
mation channels between us and the community leaders,
we rely on the mobile phone as an important communi-
cation channel to reach the leaders in Tombo and the
councilor (Foday, male, 28, youth leader).
The possibility to establish interaction between
young people and the community leaders highlights
an important feature of the public sphere as under-
stood by Dahlgren (2005), who argues that interac-
tional dimensions, in addition to the structural and
representational ones, form the key characteristic of
a healthy public sphere in both the traditional and the
modern senses. Indeed, the lack of pre-existing com-
munication channels between marginalized young
people and power holders of the community seems
to deny them of any communicative space for delib-
eration. But Foday’s statement attests that the intro-
duction of the mobile phone facilitates interaction
between marginalized young people and the local
political elites, thereby creating a public sphere rele-
vant for democratic deliberations.
Furthermore, the use of mobile phones by young
people to break free from bureaucratic barriers and
gain direct access to community leaders corresponds
to Dahlgren’s (2005) conceptualization of the struc-
tural dimension of the public sphere. Dahlgren (2005:
149) notes that the structural dimension of the public
sphere deals with “institutional features, including
control, regulation and ownership, that direct our
attention to classical democratic issues such as free-
dom of speech, access and the dynamics of inclusion/
exclusion”. Access to people in positions of authority
in Sierra Leone is generally riddled with unnecessary
bureaucratic barriers. As the research participants
reported, some barriers are meant for official and
security purposes, while others are mounted by ‘bel-
las’, a local name for middlemen who prevent others
from accessing authorities for their own personal
gain. It is common for every government or local
authority to have a group of bellas around them.
A frustrated young man in Tombo explained:
Any big man (political elite) in this community has
bellas around them. It is not easy to bypass these bellas
even if you have an important message to deliver. If you
insist to see any big man, they will either tell you he is
not around or he is in a meeting (Yusuf, Male, 31, Petty
trader).
This highlights an example of the complex power
dynamics that ordinary people have to negotiate to
make their needs known to power holders. A question
on accessibility of community power holders reveals
that access to these authorities by ordinary citizens
has to be negotiated through official channels and/or
with these bellas before permission can be granted or
not. In Dahlgren’s (2005) view, this form of structural
configuration sets boundaries that constrain the circu-
lation of information, thus limiting the healthy insti-
tutional structures of the public sphere. The mobile
phone, however, removes these official barriers and
middlemen to allow the marginalized to gain direct
access to people in positions of authority. For exam-
ple, drawing on Foday’s comments above and the
views of other participants, the mobile phone has pro-
vided a mediated communication space to coordinate
and convey their discontent and resentment to com-
munity leaders and the district councilor. Results
show that the marginalized used mobile phones indi-
vidually and collectively in Tombo to make direct
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calls to power authorities. Most of the calls focused on
drawing the attention of community leaders, counci-
lors and other government officials to burning issues
that affect the people’s well-being.
Similar configuration of the local power dynamics
was also evident in Wellington, but it was not as rigid
as in Tombo. Wellington suburb is part of the wider
western urban districts. Compared to Tombo, the
local governance system in Wellington is configured
around tribes and ethnicity. There appears to be a
chief for each major tribe. Unlike Tombo, these chiefs
command less power in the wider community deci-
sion making. Major governance decisions are made
by the district regional councilors who are voted into
office through democratic processes by eligible com-
munity members. As a result, concerns with issues
that affect the lives of community members are
expected to be reported to the community councilors,
often via face-to-face meetings or phones. John, a
representative of young people in Wellington,
explained an example of how mobile phones facili-
tated a direct interaction with the local councilor to
address an important community need:
Persistent phone calls by representatives of young peo-
ple’s group to the councilor have resulted in the con-
struction of mini bridges that link some important streets
to the highway (John, male, 26, unemployed).
Information from John and other participants posits
that lack of these bridges had for many years impeded
the flow of traffic in the community. Here, the mobile
phone can also be regarded as an important vehicle to
remove political middlemen and foster a deliberative
communication process that results to addressing cit-
izens’ needs.
Overall, despite the differing configuration of the
local politics in Tombo and Wellington, the analysis
suggests that the activity around mobile phones, in
addition to removing political middlemen, can be
seen to highlight the relationship between individual
agency, a mediated public sphere and local political
configuration. Moyo (2009) writes that the capacity to
create democratic interactions among citizens and
power holders depends on both the people’s ability
to use [mobile phones] and the political regimes of
any given nation. Moyo’s argument reflects the find-
ings in Tombo and Wellington, which suggests that
the perceived change in local political relations also
resonated with the agencies and aspirations of the
marginalized to interact with local political regimes.
In other words, young people employ their agencies
and available resources (mobile phones) to negotiate,
engage and influence the local governance structures
to respond to their needs without any external
interference.
This finding makes an important contribution to the
public sphere debate in the digital technology era,
particularly as conceptualized by Dahlgren (2005).
For Dahlgren, the three dimensions — structural,
representational and interactional — characterize the
public sphere of any given society. The analysis in
this article suggests that the emergence of the public
sphere in Sierra Leone is largely linked to people’s
agency and the motivation to alter political configura-
tions that continually limit the possibility for inclusive
democratic deliberations. In this sense, one would add
‘agency’ as the fourth dimension that characterizes a
healthy public sphere in analyzing mobile phone com-
munication technology. This matters because the way
people use mobile phones in Sierra Leone to negotiate
political relations depends also on their ability to inte-
grate the technology effectively in civic deliberation
with power holders.
The public sphere and local grassroots political
mobilization
Studies have reported that mobile phones can facili-
tate political mobilization to generate greater aware-
ness among citizens (Khondker, 2011; Manacorda
and Tesei, 2016). Mobile phone-driven mobilization
can challenge and disrupt dominant political hegemo-
nies and redirect political formations towards citi-
zens’ interest (Alozie et al., 2011; Khondker, 2011;
Lynch, 2011; Martin, 2014). The results in Sierra
Leone suggest similar functionalities of the mobile
phone on the one hand, and differing outcomes on the
other. It is similar because the increased information
and communication facilitated by mobile phones
empower citizens in Wellington and Tombo commu-
nities to trigger collective action that led to a civic
form of mobilization and political participation. How-
ever, the nature and goals of the citizens’ political
mobilization aided by mobile phones in these com-
munities differ from the popular, nationwide mobile
phone-enabled mobilizations in some parts of Africa.
For example, citizens’ mobilization in the Arab
Spring revolutions largely resulted in challenging
political leaders to relinquish power (Tuft, 2013;
Khondker, 2011). On the contrary, the results that
emerged in Tombo and Wellington suggest that
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political mobilizations occur at the local level to facil-
itate peace rather than to disrupt any political order. In
most cases community members used mobile phones
to mobilize themselves to advocate for peaceful reso-
lutions to local political conflicts.
The best example of peaceful mobilization facili-
tated by mobile phones emerged during the 2013 vil-
lage headman election in Tombo. The village
headman election in Tombo is held every 5 years. The
results from the focus group discussions suggest that
local elections in Tombo are often marred with polit-
ical tensions resonating from ethnicity and rivalry
among the local political elites. In previous elections,
this tension had resulted in physical assaults and
instability in the community, leading to increased
economic difficulties. To minimize the tension, in
2013 Tombo community people, including the youth,
adopted a civil mobilization strategy by collectively
calling on all political leaders involved in the local
elections to resolve their political differences peace-
fully. The mobilization was facilitated by voice calls,
SMS and other offline communication platforms such
as face-to-face meetings, live radio shows and reli-
gious houses. Abdulai, a vocal religious leader in
Tombo, explained how mobile phones contributed
to local political mobilization:
We the people in Tombo were tired of repeated con-
flicts, hatred and economic hardship perpetrated any-
time we had our village headman elections. As soon as
the conflict started in 2013, all the community people
came together peacefully to tell the elders and leaders
that we don’t want a repeat of any pre- or post-election
conflict . . .Many people used their mobile phones to
call or send SMS to a special radio program organized
by the elders and leaders to address their political pro-
blems. . . . everybody was happy in Tombo because the
problem was resolved peacefully.
The finding suggests a useful way to understand
how mobile phones facilitate political mobilization
that involves people with less power in a peaceful and
non-resistant way. In general, civic mobilization
facilitated by mobile phones brings individuals and
groups together both in the online and offline envir-
onments to communicate and mobilize around politi-
cal actions (Martin, 2014: 180). These actions are
often determined by activists’ intentions, goals and
the kinds of power relations that they intend to resist
(Neumayer and Stald, 2014). In other words, most
political mobilizations involving mobile phones put
an emphasis on organizing mass protests with the
intention of challenging or resisting power relations
by means of civil disobedience (Lynch, 2011; Neu-
mayer and Stald, 2014; Rizzo, 2008).
A notable reason that perhaps underpins the peace-
ful nature and expected outcome of the technology-
mediated political mobilization in Tombo may be
linked to the brutal legacy of the decade-long civil
conflict. Indeed, a study shows that the bitter experi-
ences acquired from the conflict have contributed to
making many Sierra Leoneans, in particular young
people, more committed to peace and development
than violence and conflict (Cubitt, 2012). It was there-
fore not surprising to see community members in
Tombo negotiating with the local political authorities
to avert any incidents that might threaten the stability,
peace and security in the community. What was inter-
esting, though, was the integration of the mobile
phone into the local political culture to mediate a
peaceful mobilization at unprecedented speed and
rate, as Hawa confirmed:
Tombo is a fairly a big community. Whenever any prob-
lem occurred, it will take time for the elders and the
chiefs to bring people together, but with this technology
(waving her mobile phone), it is easy and quick to call
and organize a meeting or mobilize the community
around important issues. That was what happened dur-
ing the village headman election in 2013. As soon as the
problem started, people used mobile phones to call each
other to express their discontent about the incident. This
resulted in the radio call-in program that eventually led
to the prevention of the conflict (Hawa, Female, 25,
Unemployed housewife in Tombo).
Traditionally, as Hawa and many other participants
reported, in the absence of the mobile phone such
mobilization would have taken longer, with minimal
citizens’ participation. It would have involved bring-
ing people together in fixed spaces, such as town
squares, mosques and churches, for political delibera-
tions. But the communication speed, the anytime and
anywhere characteristics of the mobile phone and the
trust people place in the technology increased the
propensity of citizens’ participation, irrespective of
geographic locations.
Further analysis and conclusion
Evaluation of mobile phone use and the re-shaping of
local political governance discourses
Political marginalization in local governance systems
in Sierra Leone results in the struggle for citizens to
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fully participate in deliberative democracies and
amplify their voices in decision-making processes
that affect their lives (Restless, 2012). This article has
examined the possible consequences and changes in
the political relations between the marginalized and
traditional power holders following the introduction
of mobile phones into the local governance processes
as communication tools. Overall, the findings suggest
that the mobile phone provides a useful public sphere
to facilitate political discussions, deliberations and
engagement in local political discourses. In the cases
presented, the adoption and integration of mobile
phones into the different local political processes can
be seen to expand the ability of politically excluded
people to advance participatory democracy. Together
with the radio, the mobile phone provided a public
sphere for the marginalized to negotiate political
inclusion. The mobile phone contributed to creating
the public sphere to reshape the local political dis-
courses through dialogue and negotiation. It removed
political middlemen to allow the marginalized to con-
nect directly with the local political elites and nego-
tiate their needs. Additionally, the mobile phone also
facilitated a public sphere for citizens to organize a
peaceful mobilization that resulted in collective local
political arrangements.
In general terms, the findings reaffirm a critical
scholarly argument that if mobile phones are used
appropriately, they can offer a mediated space to alter
oppressive political culture and rebuild new political
relations in low income countries (Garrett et al., 2012;
Rotberg and Aker, 2013; Schuler, 2008). Appropriate
use of mobile phones in deliberative democratic pro-
cesses, in Moyo’s view, involves a number of other
factors. First, the functionality of the mobile phone—
that includes, inter alia, voice and video calls and
SMS; second, the convergence of the mobile phone
with other media such as the Internet and radio; third,
the people’s ability to use the mobile phone; and
finally, the political, regulatory, technological and
socio-cultural regimes of any countries (Moyo,
2009: 146). The emphasis on these points suggests
that the mobile phone on its own cannot generate and
sustain political relations in the developing world.
This is indeed evident in this study. The extent to
which the mobile phone establishes political relations
between the marginalized and local political elites in
Sierra Leone depends on the people’s ability to use
the mobile phone, the availability of mobile telephony
and the environment to facilitate such processes.
Arguably, these factors can be likened to the factors
responsible for the success of the Arab Spring revolu-
tions where mobile phones created similar contested
public spaces for political deliberations. Like the
Sierra Leone case, the successes of marginalized
citizens in the arsenal of dictatorship in the Arab
Spring countries were attributed to many factors.
This includes the effective use of new media tech-
nologies (e.g. mobiles, Internet and social media)
and conventional televisions (e.g. Al Jazeera) as
communication tools, the assortment of difficult
politico-economic conditions and the inability of
the state apparatus to contain the revolutionary
upsurge (Khondker, 2011: 678).
Further, the capability of the mobile phone to
decentralize communication and information flow
characterizes its fundamental usefulness to address
weak political relationships between citizens and the
government in Africa (Bailard, 2009; Rotberg and
Aker, 2013). The lack of communication and infor-
mation on how political decisions are made reinforces
the gulf between citizens and local power holders in
Sierra Leone. To a large extent, the mobile phone
provided a useful communication tool to close this
gap by creating communication spaces that help bring
the local governance actors close to citizens. As dis-
cussed above, some marginalized people used mobile
phones to participate in live radio shows or commu-
nicate directly with government officials and local
political elites. However, while this communicative
process seems to represent an important milestone for
the marginalized, it is critical to also examine its sus-
tainability and effectiveness to contribute to liveli-
hood sustenance. To reiterate, control over
information is a highly contested issue in Sierra
Leone. During the fieldwork, the researcher experi-
enced the difficulty in accessing information from
people in political positions. Despite countless letters
of authority and permission, retrieving information
from government institutions was a nightmare.
Clearly, this brings the notion of ‘political will’ in
mobile phone-enabled political relations under scru-
tiny. In other words, it questions the actual relationship
between the notion of political will and the configura-
tion of mobile-enabled politics. Comparing this expe-
rience with the marginalized, one may draw a
conclusion that communication between local political
officials and citizens in Tombo andWellington was not
carried out as a result of including them into the local
political discourses but as a result of responding to
what Couldry described as “the vastly increased range
of citizens’ voices” (Couldry, 2012: 10).
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Yes, the combination of the mobile phone and
radio created a public sphere to foster political delib-
erations, and the technology enabled direct commu-
nication with local authorities. Yet a close look at
both the radio call-ins and direct mobile-to-mobile
communication suggests that the local political elites
hardly initiated or engaged in communication with the
purpose of creating a dialogue. Rather, they were
forced to comment on the citizens’ requests or discus-
sions because they had no other options. In other
words, the technology provided a contested site for
compulsory political deliberations between the voice-
less and power holders. This links to Couldry’s (2012)
argument that digital technology such as the mobile
phone can amplify the voices of the citizens in a way
that compels the government to listen to these voices.
Clearly, what is evident here raises an important ques-
tion of whether the local political elites’ verbal
responses to citizen demands in technology-
mediated space brings about actual transformations
in political relations and livelihood resources. It also
raises questions about the characteristics of the emer-
ging public sphere facilitated by mobile phones or its
combination with radio, and, more importantly, the
effectiveness of this emerging public sphere to alter
political relations. These questions are important
because many of the mainstream political decisions
at both national and local levels in Sierra Leone are
still largely orchestrated by incumbent political elites.
What this study discovered may thus not be an ade-
quate representation of equitable local political delib-
erations across Sierra Leone. However, it highlights
the potential usefulness of mobile phones in facilitat-
ing a healthy public sphere as understood by Dahlgren
(2005) and Moyo (2012), where such spaces never
existed before.
This study also suggests that the extent to which
mobile phone use generates political freedom also
depends on the agency and the differing problems,
needs and aspirations of the respondents. Of particular
importance in the Sierra Leone case is that margin-
alized people are not a homogeneous entity whose
problems can be addressed by a one-size-fits-all
approach. They face different economic and socio-
political problems as well as differing aspirations to
overcome their problems. Therefore, it may be untrue
to completely accept that the political problems the
mobile phone can be seen to address in Sierra Leone
reflect the situation for all of them. For instance, the
youth leaders in Tombo and Wellington may herald
the mobile phone for facilitating their political
aspirations, whereas many unemployed citizens may
provide a counter argument on political issues. This is
useful because it suggests that an assessment of the
political implication of mobile phone use, particularly
in African countries, should also take into account the
different needs and aspirations of individuals and the
socio-cultural and political environments in which
they are embedded. This finding corroborates
Powell’s (2014) study in South Africa. She discov-
ered that marginalized residents were more concerned
about the politics around the allocation of public
housing. For this reason, they found public meetings
more appropriate to communicate their needs than
mobile phones.
In conclusion, the possibility for the mobile phone
to facilitate political relations in Sierra Leone can be
seen to reflect Moyo’s (2009) point that the mobile
phone alone cannot change a political culture. Politi-
cal regimes also count on the mobile phone to create
democratic conversations among citizens and
between rulers and the ruled (Moyo, 2009: 146). The
analysis also shows that the mobile phone has to be
part of a larger network of political processes for it to
facilitate sustainable political freedom. For example,
the mobile phone as a device for disseminating infor-
mation, inviting participation, enabling public debate
and organizing local political action seems to be use-
ful in enhancing political freedom. The processes
enable the emergence of new forms of public discus-
sions and organization, accountability, monitoring,
scrutiny and alteration in local political practices.
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